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Britain began last month its
promised public debate on GM
crops but the media and many
opponents believe the exercise
has been downgraded and
unlikely to much influence on the
opinion of the government which
appears to have shifted in support
of the technology.
Entitled ‘GM Nation’ and based
on a series of conferences and
meetings around the country, the
debate comes at a crucial
moment. After four years of delay,
the decision on whether or not
widespread GM farming can go
ahead in Britain will be taken at
the end of the summer. It will have
huge environmental, ethical and
socio-economic implications.
Resistance to the introduction of
GM crops has been substantial,
highlighted by the action of
environmental groups but also
endorsed by senior establishment
figures such as Prince Charles.
Supporters say GM technology
enables farmers to get better
weed control and enhance crop
yields, and that it may be a vital
tool in enabling poor countries to
feed themselves. They say it
represents the way forward for
agriculture, without risk to the
environment or human health.
Opponents say that to press
ahead may seriously damage the
countryside and its wildlife; that it
may be a risk to human health;
that it may make enterprises such
as organic farming virtually
impossible; and that it interferes
with nature in a way that is
irresponsible and dangerous.
Tony Blair and some of his
cabinet are now thought to be
strongly in favour of GM
technology, despite the earlier
protests, as are a large number of
figures in the UK scientific
establishment. Its biggest
supporter of all is the government
of George Bush, on behalf of the
US agribusiness companies that
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The British government said it would consult the public on its decision
whether or not to block the introduction of genetically modified crops
following analysis of a series of field trials which will be completed this
month. But their efforts have drawn scorn from the media and opponents
as Nigel Williams reports. 
Media message: Publicity about the British government’s planned public consultation on genetically modified crops has been sparked
by the media and not the government, raising fears about future prospects of GM crops.
have led the way in developing
the technology and are now
exporting it around the world. Last
month, the US lodged a complaint
against the EU at the WTO over
European foot-dragging over
licensing new GM products.
Yet among the British, public
opposition to GM technology
remains solid, even though the
issue has dropped out of the
news since the row was at its
height in 1999. Currently,
opponents of GM outnumber
supporters by four to one
according to a recent opinion
poll. The lack of headlines does
not mean the issue has gone
away; it has merely been put on
hold while a four-year trial of the
four GM crops proposed for
Britain has been carried out. Its
purpose has been to test the
effects of the weedkillers that the
crops have been genetically
engineered to tolerate on
farmland wildlife.
English Nature, the
government’s wildlife advisory
body, fears the introduction of
herbicide-tolerant GM crops into
the countryside will be just a
further intensification of the
pesticide-based intensive farming
that has already led to the loss of
40 per cent of Britain’s farmland
birds in the past 40 years. English
Nature’s scientists believe fields
already denuded of insects, plants
and birds will lose what remains:
they will become ‘green concrete’,
with nothing in them but the
farmer’s crop.
The trials are a test of that
hypothesis, and will conclude this
summer when the last test field of
GM oilseed rape is harvested. The
results will be known around
September. As things stand, if
they indicate that there is any
increased harm to wildlife from
GM crop weedkillers, it will be the
one last legal chance Britain has
to halt the large-scale introduction
of GM farming.
The government is claiming that
its hands are tied: approval for
GM crops is given in Brussels by a
majority vote of all the EU member
states, after a lengthy approval
process; the decision is then
binding across Europe.
One of the crops intended for
Britain, Bayer’s GM fodder maize,
already has EU approval. Under
current EU law, the only way
Britain could now prevent its
commercial use would be to find
new evidence of harm either to
people or the environment.
The farm-scale trials could
provide this: if they do,
commercialization of GM may be
prevented. But if they do not, this
autumn the government is likely to
give the go ahead for the GM
crops  to begin to appear in the
countryside. Last month, after
years of delay, the public debate
finally got under way, and people
were potentially able to have their
say on one of the most important
decisions that will be taken about
the environment in Britain.
Among the British, public
opposition to GM
technology remains solid,
even though this issue has
dropped out of the news
Although GM crops have been
taken up enthusiastically in
countries such as the US,
agricultural areas are largely
separate from the main regions of
wildlife importance. But in the
much more densely populated
UK, wildlife lives cheek by jowl
with agriculture where changes in
practice have a more immediate
and obvious impact.
The public debate has been
unadvertised, only modestly
funded and, some critics allege,
organized with great reluctance
by the government. For an issue
of this magnitude, its public
profile is extremely low.
When the controversy was at its
height in 1998 and 1999 there
were widespread protests against
it led by environmental pressure
groups but with widespread
public support. The major
supermarkets decided to go GM
free, a position they have
maintained and say they will
continue to maintain regardless of
the government’s decision on GM
crops.
So one battle ahead, whatever,
may be that of labelling so that
consumers can discriminate
between GM, conventional and
organic products.
The GM Nation debate began
last month in Birmingham with the
first of six main regional
conferences. These will be
followed by smaller local meetings
organized by councils, pressure
groups and individuals which will
conclude later this month. A
handbook, videotape and CD-
Rom have been produced to
enable anyone to organize their
own version of the debate.
But the Birmingham event was
muted. Held at the sprawling
National Exhibition Centre, which
hosts some of Britain’s biggest
public and trade events, no
advance publicity announced the
meeting and the press reported a
notable lack of ordinary members
of the public attending.
The debate was launched by
Malcolm Grant, chairman of the
Agriculture and Environment
Biotechnology Commission, the
government’s GM farming
advisory body. The AEBC called
for the debate two years ago
because it thought the grounds on
which the government was to
make its GM-commercialisation
choice were far too narrow. Grant,
a planning expert and former
professor of land economy at
Cambridge University, promises
that he will take account of public
opinion in his report to the
government. But it is far from
clear whether the government will
take it into account when making
its decision. The environment,
food and rural affairs minister,
Margaret Beckett, has said only
that she will respond publicly to
the report.
Additionally, the sacking last
month of the environment
minister, Michael Meacher, who
was a champion of the need to
ensure that the environment was
fully safeguarded has caused
further gloom amongst opponents
of GM crops.
One of the problems highlighted
by Robert May, president of the
Royal Society, is that the present
list of GM crops under scrutiny is
not oriented to consumer benefits.
But to postpone the debate would
mean throwing down the sink our
contribution to the next
generation, he believes.
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